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      Phineas Montague, sixth Earl of Delacourt, did not feel like himself. If he were honest, he hadn’t felt himself in a while, even when he was in places he enjoyed, such as the boxing club where he currently stood. He couldn’t place the reason for the discomfort. Perhaps it was because he’d recently parted ways with his mistress, though he hadn’t been particularly attached to Delia, nor she to him. It had ended well enough—she had even found another protector already.

      Perhaps it was the recent death of his sister Marianne’s closest friend, Claudia. He hadn’t known her very well—she had been a quiet wallflower—but the sudden departure of one even younger than himself did put one’s mortality into a new light. And yet he’d never been especially fearful of death. He didn’t take wild risks, but he never kept himself from experiencing life for fear of consequences either. So that reason didn’t fit.

      Perhaps it was turning thirty. That had happened a few months earlier. It seemed a momentous year in a man’s life. A time when expectations for marriage and the creation of heirs began to truly press on a man’s neck. He’d always known that time would come, yet he couldn’t seem to picture it now. When he thought of a future it felt so damned…blank. There was no woman in his acquaintance that he felt he could easily settle down with. At least not and be happy with the arrangement. He didn’t expect love. Great God, no. Love was the fantasy of children and starry-eyed poets. Finn was too rational to expect such a fleeting, sometimes dangerous emotion. But he didn’t want to be miserable with his choice of wife, either, nor make her so.

      He sighed and shook all the maudlin thoughts away. He hadn’t come to his boxing club to ponder, he’d come to forget all that. He’d come to work out some frustration with a clashing of fists. This was sometimes the only place he felt fully alive.

      He moved to the back of the large room and began to strip out of his jacket, hanging it on one of the hooks provided. He was working on his cravat when two other gentlemen he knew stepped up a few feet away to do the same.

      “—seems an utterly scandalous thing. It makes me want to quit this club entirely,” said one of them, a Mr. Smith.

      Finn turned toward them. “What’s that?”

      “You haven’t heard?” the other gentleman, Viscount Greenway, said. “Ripley has a great exhibition planned here for next week. Shocking, that’s what it is!”

      Finn wrinkled his brow as he unwound his cravat. “We’ve had plenty of exhibitions here before. It’s always entertaining to watch the professionals work. I consider it a benefit of the club. What’s the problem?”

      “This time it’s ladies he’s invited in to fight,” Greenway sneered.

      Finn had been about to hang his cravat next to his jacket, but he froze now and turned to face Greenway and Smith full on. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Exactly,” Smith wheezed in his excitement to condemn such a thing.

      “Did you say ladies boxing?”

      All three men turned to see the fourth who had come to join the conversation and Finn smiled. It was his best friend—closer to a brother, truth be told—Sebastian, Earl of Ramsbury. They’d known each other since they were children and his wild friend was one of the people Finn cared about most.

      “He did, indeed,” Finn said as he extended a hand to Ramsbury. “You’re late.”

      Ramsbury laughed while they shook in greeting. “By five minutes, Mother, please do forgive.” As Finn laughed, Ramsbury turned his attention back to the others. “But this exhibition sounds most intriguing, despite your long faces.”

      “I understand Ripley has ties to the world of underground boxing,” Greenway sputtered, his cheeks growing redder with every word.

      “Which we benefit from regularly,” Finn said quietly as he cast a glance across the room to where Campbell Ripley stood in the ring. The owner of the establishment was stripped to the waist, shouting moves to two fops he was coaching. He was tall and broad, his nose crooked from his previous life as a champion fighter. Finn had never known the man to be anything but calm and steady, he made no decision lightly.

      “Yes, yes,” Greenway continued to bluster. “But watching women fight? It’s low.”

      “God forbid you drop down a level,” Ramsbury muttered with a side glance for Finn. “Do the women have names?”

      “It’s Betty Lightly and the Hellion,” Smith said with a breathless quality that revealed his excitement at the idea was as great as his judgment. Typical.

      “The Hellion,” Finn repeated with a low whistle. “Come now, these aren’t just alley fighters, stripping down to their skin to fight for their supper. She’s a champion, known to be very good.”

      “She wears a mask, doesn’t she?” Ramsbury added with a smile. “It’s all very dramatic, I like it.”

      Greenway let out a huff of frustrated breath. “Well, I suppose you would, Ramsbury. You’re known as a rake.”

      “Proudly.” Ramsbury gave a cheeky bow. “Does that mean you two won’t be attending the exhibition?”

      The other two men exchanged a look and Smith blustered for a moment. “Well, I…I mean, we’re members of the club and…”

      “Ah,” Finn said with a grin for Ramsbury. “I see. Well, then we’ll all enjoy it together.”

      The other two men huffed off, leaving Ramsbury alone with Finn. “When is this event that some will pretend to be offended by even as they place their wagers?” Ramsbury asked. “I came in late.”

      “Next week, I think. We can speak to Ripley about it. He seems to be finished with his lesson.”

      Together they walked the short distance to the ring and Finn leaned on the ropes to look up at Ripley. “Sounds like you have quite a show coming next week.”

      Ripley was wiping sweat from his brow with a towel and chuckled. “It’s the talk of the club. If you came to complain—” His Yorkshire accent hung in the air between them.

      “Quite the opposite,” Finn said, holding up his hands in acquiescence. “I’m looking forward to it. I’ve heard a great deal about the Hellion. I’m interested in seeing if the skill level for the ladies is different than the men you’ve brought in over the years. And to go to Seven Dials to watch a fight is asking for a picked pocket.”

      Ripley shrugged and looked around the large room at the gentlemen sparring. “As for the skill level, the Hellion could teach a few of these ones a thing or two.”

      “I’m sure,” Ramsbury said with a smile.

      “She’s undefeated, yes?” Finn said.

      Ripley nodded. “Aye, she is. I know her a little, personally.”

      Ramsbury leaned up closer. “Do you now? I see.”

      Ripley rolled his eyes in response. “Get fucked, Ramsbury, that’s not what I meant. Go spar, you two. You could use the practice.”

      Both of them laughed. Ripley wasn’t as informal with everyone in the club. Finn actually felt a great deal of pride that he’d been able to earn some respect and friendship with the man. Ripley made those around him earn it.

      He and Ramsbury returned to the wall. As they each finished undressing and readying to do as they’d been told, Ramsbury glanced at him. “How is Marianne after last night?”

      Finn flinched at the mention of his younger sister. She’d recently lost that best friend of hers and he knew she was hurting. The previous night they had all attended a gathering together, with Ramsbury teasing her a little as he was wont to do.

      Finn hung up his shirt and faced his friend. “I’m sure she didn’t need you encouraging her in bad behavior with that little drinking game of yours.”

      A faint smile crossed Ramsbury’s expression that Finn didn’t entirely like. He’d been clear with his friend that he couldn’t turn his rakish charms toward Marianne. Sometimes he wasn’t certain that order was recalled.

      “I think she can manage herself, Delacourt.”

      Finn wasn’t as certain. He’d spent a lifetime trying to protect his sister. A lifetime where he often failed. She had suffered greatly thanks to the behaviors of their late parents. Sometimes he looked at her and felt so guilty. One more thing in his life that made the weight on his shoulders suddenly heavy.

      He cleared his throat. “Why don’t we spar as Ripley suggested?”

      Ramsbury arched a brow. “Yes. Looks like you could use it.”

      With that, Finn pushed away all the odd feelings in his chest and followed Ramsbury to a ring. And as they began to exchange punches, he allowed himself to forget everything but the physical exertion. He could pick up all his troubles again later. After all, he knew they would be waiting.
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        * * *

      

      Esme Crawford sat at the bar in the back of the infamous Donville Masquerade, letting the sights and the sounds of the club wash over her. There were few places in the world where she felt comfortable, but here, with a mask fitted over her face, where she could be anonymous, was one of them. She wore many masks, after all. She was most comfortable where she could be observed but not truly seen.

      She almost laughed, for two years ago she would have been anything but comfortable at a notorious sex club, with attendees participating in the most shocking of activities all around her. When she’d first come here at the behest of a lover, not quite innocent anymore but certainly not jaded, she had merely stared, shocked that such things could make her feel so tingly all over. When her affiliation with that man had been over, she’d asked him to buy her a lifetime membership as part of his settlement on her and he had obliged. She’d returned after that, and over time she’d allowed herself to participate. To enjoy more and more. Physical pleasure made life so much more bearable.

      She smiled as one of the barkeeps stepped up. A handsome man with a plain mask and a flirtatious way. “And what can I get for such a lovely lady?”

      “Whisky,” she said with a wink. “Rivers’ best.”

      He inclined his head and poured it for her. He looked like he might stay and talk, perhaps she could even convince him to leave his post and come in the back for an anonymous encounter that would slake a physical need, but he was signaled by another patron and he sighed as he slipped away.

      Esme turned her attention back to the crowd. This would be her only drink tonight—she was too clever to lose control over herself—so she savored it. She took slow sips as she allowed herself to be aroused by the crowd around her.

      At one of the gaming tables to her left, a woman was passionately kissing a man as they played cards, her arm moving under the table like she was fondling him. Straight ahead of her on the dancefloor, a gentleman cupped a lady hard against him, massaging her backside as they staggered to the music, oblivious to those around them. She turned her attention to her right where other tables for drinks and conversation…or other activities were spread in a small area near the bar. Many were taken up by couples or more, talking or touching or even fucking in the case of one group.

      But in the center of it all was a man, seated alone, wearing a black mask adorned with a few scattered diamonds across the bottom edge. So rich, probably. A gentleman. He was well-favored, with an angled jaw and full lips. And he was watching her, his dark eyes sweeping over her from afar. She smiled and he stood, a slow unfolding of a tall, broad-shouldered body that looked very fine even with all those pesky layers of clothing covering it.

      Oh yes, if he wanted to play, it looked like a very good time to be had. He stepped closer and she leaned an elbow on the bar behind her, casual even as she devoured every step he took.

      When he reached her, he tilted his head. “Good evening.”

      She froze, all erotic thoughts and fantasies fading in the moment she heard his voice. She knew it. It came from a different life, one she had fled. One she continued to flee. And if he realized who she was, everything she’d built could come crashing down around her in an instant.
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      Finn hadn’t planned to spend an evening alone at the Donville Masquerade. After they sparred, Ramsbury had promised to join him, but Finn had been there nearly half an hour with no sign of his friend. He’d been frustrated by that, but all had faded the moment he’d looked across the crowded, writhing mass of lovers, and found the woman at the bar.

      It wasn’t just that she was beautiful. Even from a distance and with the mask half-covering her face, she was the kind of person that drew the eye. With thick, auburn hair that was done in a half-up, half-down fashion made to make a man think of tangled nights in sweaty bedsheets, she was a beauty. She had a wide smile, like she laughed often and loudly. He didn’t know the color of her eyes, but he’d wanted to the instant he saw her.

      He hadn’t approached at first. He’d simply observed. Watched her flirt with the barkeep, who seemed equally charmed by her. Watched her laugh with a confidence that Finn had always been drawn to in a lover. She was sure of herself and that was exactly what he wanted. No mincing, no pretending, no playing games.

      When she’d looked at him at last, her expression transforming into something heated, something inviting, he’d felt his cock start to harden. And as he got closer, as he realized those eyes of hers were a startling shade of dark green, he’d been even more drawn. Oh yes, this night was going to be memorable.

      He reached her at last and smiled. “Good evening.”

      Her smile, which had been inviting, faded a fraction. Not much, but he felt the shift. “Good evening,” she repeated, her tone a little flat. Her posture had changed, as well, gone stiffer.

      Was she playing a game? Did she invite him over with her smile and then expect him to beg a little for more? Earn a moment perched between those probably spectacular legs?

      Perhaps he didn’t hate games quite so much as he had told himself earlier.

      “May I join you?” he asked, motioning to the empty seat beside her.

      She hesitated a moment and then nodded. “Of course.”

      He took his place and motioned to the barkeep, pointing to her glass. The man met his eyes and inclined his head, the message received that Finn would like one of the same.

      “It’s Rivers’ best,” she said softly.

      A warning, he supposed, that the drink would be expensive. Kind of her, honestly, since those who came here were of varying classes and financial abilities. He inclined his head. “Then I’ll be sure to pay for yours, as well, if you’ll allow it.”

      “I never turn down a free drink,” she said.

      She turned her face a little and Finn stiffened. Now that they were so close, he could see a dark mark that peeked out just below the edge of the mask beneath her right eye. A bruise, and a rather bad one, he thought. Someone had hit her and a protectiveness rose up in him. He had always despised men who took advantage of women, who hurt them.

      “And what is the name of the man who offers me a free drink?” she asked, her tone light. Was it falsely so?

      He chose to ignore her injury for the moment. If the chance came later to bring it up, he would. “We’re anonymous, yes?” he said. “Unless you want to give me your real name.”

      “Miss X,” she said evenly, and he could feel her judging how he would respond.

      “Ah, how perfect, as I am Mr. Y.” He extended a hand. “And I would very much like to dance with you.”

      Her breath caught slightly and she stared at the offered hand. Her hesitance made him wonder. He’d assumed she must be a lightskirt or a high-class courtesan. Often they had the confident attitude she exuded. But when she drew away, it made him question that supposition. Perhaps she wasn’t. So who was she? Had she changed her attitude toward him because she wasn’t actually ready to play a game here? Or because someone was forcing her to do so? Even the same man who had blackened her eye.

      “I’d be happy to dance with you,” she said at last, and took his hand in her gloved one. When they touched, he found himself catching his breath.

      He guided her to the dancefloor and set a hand on her hip. He drew her close, far closer than he would have in a proper ballroom, and she caught her breath. Her green eyes lifted to his as she wrapped one arm around his neck and placed the other in his hand. They began to move, a slow sway in the writhing crowd.

      “So, Miss X,” he said, playfully accentuating her pseudonym. “What brings you to the Donville Masquerade?”

      She laughed. “Is it your first time, sir? Are you an innocent amongst the wolves here?”

      He couldn’t help but smile at her teasing. “And what if I were? What if I lied and told you it was my first time here? What would you say?”

      “Well,” she said, her fingers brushing the back of his neck. Even though the wound layers of his cravat he felt a tingle at the touch. “Let me see. First, I’d tell you to look around you.”

      He did so, watching the surging crowd for a moment and all its erotic games. “It’s stimulating.”

      “Indeed. The club is meant for pleasure. It’s unlike any other hell in London. Any other hell anywhere, I’d wager. So if you want something...need something...this is the place to come. If you’re brave enough.”

      He gazed down at her, away from the crowd. It was odd how easy it was to make everything else fade away and only see her. He didn’t think he’d ever experienced that with any other lover at Donville.

      “You seem very brave,” he said softly.

      Her eyes moved away from his. “And you guessed that after only a moment’s acquaintance.”

      “Yes,” he said, and the swiftness of the answer brought her gaze back to his with surprise. “Come now. From the few moments I observed you before we spoke, from the short time we’ve been speaking, I think I can read certain things about you, just as I’m sure you can do the same for me. And even if I couldn’t, it seems you’ve been through something and you’re still so confident. So attractively certain.”

      She wrinkled her brow. “Been through something?”

      He lifted his hand and brushed it against her cheek, up to the edge of her mask and traced the shadow of the bruise that was almost hidden there. “Haven’t you?”

      She stiffened in his arms and reached up to adjust the mask, covering the mark fully so he could no longer see it. “It isn’t your concern.”

      “I suppose not,” he said, and dropped his hand back to her hip. “But if you’re in danger⁠—”

      “It’s not your concern,” she repeated, but her tone had gentled.

      He frowned. That eased none of his worries about her safety, but what could he do? He didn’t know this woman, he wasn’t responsible for her. They stared at each other a long, charged moment before he nodded. “Very well, it’s not my concern.”

      “Thank you.”

      He let his fingers bunch in the small of her back and felt her shiver in response. Her pupils dilated slightly and the ache he’d felt for her when she smiled at him across the room returned.

      “You’re very beautiful,” he said softly. “I wonder if you might join me in one of the back rooms.”

      She swallowed hard and her fingers tightened in his hand. He could see that she wanted to say yes. It was in her eyes, it was in the way her body leaned into his for a moment.

      But then she pulled away, her fingers dropping from his. She shook her head. “I-I don’t think that’s a good idea, my lord. Good evening.”

      He stared as she turned away and darted into the crowd without further explanation or even a look over her shoulder at him. And then her words sank in.

      She had addressed him as “my lord”. Now, perhaps it was because he put off the air of someone titled. But it didn’t feel like a guess. It felt like the mystery woman had known him. Which left him wondering just who the hell she was and what had just happened.

      It left him wondering if he would see her again to figure it all out.
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        * * *

      

      Esme stepped into the small home she had been living in for over a year, and for the first time all night, she was able to breathe. She locked the door, checked the window and pulled the shades a little tighter before she went into the parlor off the foyer, placed her mask on the table and threw a few logs on the coals left from the fire earlier in the day. As she waited for the flames to raise up, she sat down in an overstuffed chair and tugged off her slippers, rubbing her sore feet with a sigh.

      She willed her mind not to go to the same place it had been going all the way home from the Donville Masquerade, but she couldn’t seem to make it stop. All she could think of was him. The man who had approached her. The Earl of Delacourt.

      She’d recognized his voice the moment he spoke to her and it was like being bodily yanked into another world. Another life. How often had she heard the man speak over the years, murmuring to her father in a parlor late at night while she sat in the hallway listening? Or at supper when she would sit on the other end of the table, watching the two men deep in conversation, entirely forgetting she was there. They’d been friends, despite their disparate ages, but Esme had always known the truth: her father had seen Delacourt as the son he never had.

      Her eyes stung with the thought and she was about to get up to find something to distract her when the front door closed in the distance.

      “Jane?” Esme called out, willing her fear not to rise up.

      “It’s me and yes, I locked the door,” Jane called back.

      Relief washed over Esme. She’d shared this home with Jane since Esme found it last year. Her friend entered the room, pale blonde hair a little mussed and her expression tired.

      “You look like you had a night,” Esme said. “Did you eat?”

      “I did.” Jane flopped herself onto the settee across from Esme and opened her reticule. “And I took some of the food with me, for us to share. The cake is particularly good, so I brought you a slice.”

      She set out several items wrapped in napkins and Esme couldn’t help but laugh as she helped her open the sloppy packets. Unlike herself, Jane had grown up in the streets and had no compunction about taking what she needed. They couldn’t have been more different when they met, but somehow Jane had taken Esme under her wing. Helped her run from her past and the wolves that rushed at her back.

      Helped her make a life.

      “How was it then?” Esme asked as she tucked her feet up under herself and used her fingers to eat the cake Jane had so kindly brought for her.

      Jane sighed and chewed thoughtfully on what looked to be a few cold slices of chicken. “The usual. A few of them were handsome and one was rich, so that’s where I got the food. The handsome ones do make it easier.”

      Esme shrugged. She and Jane both made their livings from their bodies, though in very different ways. Her friend’s life as a lightskirt wasn’t one Esme had ever taken to in the short time she’d participated, but Jane didn’t seem to hate it.

      “What about you?” Jane asked. “That eye looks nasty.”

      Esme lifted her hand to the bruise and thought of Delacourt’s concern earlier in the night. His expression had appeared truly troubled though he’d stopped pushing after she refused to share.

      “I caught a right from the new chit Biggs is training,” Esme explained. “There’s nothing to worry about, it will heal up soon enough.” She stared at the half-eaten cake a moment and then back up at Jane. “I went to Donville tonight.”

      Jane set her empty napkin away and arched a brow. “Did you now? And did you have any fun?”

      “No. Well, not that kind, anyway,” Esme said, and then shifted. “I…I saw a man I knew in passing from…from before.”

      That made Jane sit up straighter, her eyes widening. “What?”

      “I had my mask on,” Esme said swiftly. “He didn’t recognize me. Even if he’d seen me, I doubt he would have. I wasn’t that important to him back in those days.”

      Jane got up and paced the room, her anxiety on the subject plain. “This is exactly why I’m so opposed to you doing that exhibition at Ripley’s next week, Esme! Those exact kinds of men will be there. Men you’ll surely know from your time as Lady Charlotte Esmerelda, daughter of a duke.”

      “He was a marquess,” Esme said her softly, and tried not to think of her father’s face, his smile.

      Jane sighed. “It’s all the same to us, love. I promise you that.”

      Esme shrugged. She corrected out of habit, even two years after she fled her previous life, her title, her money…and the horrors that went along with it since the death of her father.

      She took a deep breath, calmed herself, at least outwardly. “Ripley owns the club and he’ll pay me and Betty a good sum for the time. Enough to pay for the house for almost three months and put aside some after. Plus, I get a cut of any wagers and who knows how much that will be. You know those fops love to bet on anything and don’t care how much they lose.”

      She could see she was making headway with Jane with those arguments, even if her worry was still plain.

      “You’ll still be in my corner that day, won’t you?” Esme asked.

      Jane rolled her eyes. “Of course. I’ve been the corner woman for the Hellion since she made her stunning debut. I wouldn’t abandon her now, would I?”

      Relief flowed through Esme. “Good. If you’re there you can keep any of them from trying to talk to me afterward. And I’ll be masked anyway, so they won’t have a clue. They only see what I want them to see, don’t they?”

      “They do at that,” Jane agreed. “If there’s one thing about those fops, it’s that they could never imagine someone like them falling so low as us.”

      Esme bent her head. “That’s definitely true. Anyway, I’m sure they’ve all forgotten the old me. Or believe her to be dead. All that’s left of me now is the Hellion, London’s Bruising Lady Champion.”

      “I hated that board,” Jane said with a laugh. “And the drawing they had of you was awful.”

      “I looked a little like a fiend, I agree,” Esme said, and now she was laughing too, despite the emotions any talk of her old life brought up. “Come on, let’s take the rest of your treats to the kitchen and eat them there and then I just want to collapse in my bed and sleep off this day.”

      Jane smiled at her and motioned for the door. “Agreed.”

      Esme followed her friend from the room with her smile falling. She feared that her encounter with the Earl of Delacourt wouldn’t be so easy to forget, but she had to do just that. Her life was here now, completely separated from his. And if she was lucky, she’d never see him ever again.
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      It had been a week since Finn’s encounter with the mystery woman at the Donville Masquerade and he’d been trying to forget her ever since. The encounter had been brief, after all. It hadn’t led to any pleasure. There was no reason for thoughts of her to enter his head. For questions about her injury to make him pace the floor at night.

      And yet he’d found himself thinking of her more than once, pondering why she’d called him my lord and wondering if he would ever see her again.

      “Finn, are you going to drink your tea? It’s getting cold,” his sister, Marianne, said, reaching across to cover his hand gently.

      They were seated in her parlor at her home and he forced himself to stop thinking about inappropriate things and focus. “I’m sorry. I’ve just a lot of my mind.”

      Her expression softened. “I understand that.”

      He leaned closer, examining her face carefully. She looked tired, her brown eyes that were so like his were sad. “I know it’s been difficult for you lately,” he said gently. “With the loss of Claudia.”

      She stiffened slightly at the mention of her late friend and nodded. “It has. It’s difficult for such a thing not to make you examine your own life. To make you question…I don’t know, question everything.”

      He pursed his lips. She wasn’t wrong. How could one not ponder one’s place in the world under such circumstances?

      “You have such a long face,” Marianne said with a frown. “Are you well, Finn?”

      He forced a smile. Thanks to unreliable and often cruel parents, the two of them had never had anyone but each other. The old habits of defending each other, worrying over each other, died hard. Perhaps it was good that they never did.

      “I’m fine,” he said, and didn’t quite believe it. “I’ve been thinking about our upcoming trip to the country and also about upgrades to the estate in Delacourt.”

      He’d also been obsessed with a certain young woman from a sex club, but there was no way to bring that up to an innocent spinster of a younger sister. And what would he say at any rate?

      But she knew nothing of those thoughts and instead leaned closer as they began to discuss both their trip and the estate. And he found his mind was eased, at least for a while, though the discomfort that had haunted him recently still sat in the background, waiting. It would find him again soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      He entered the boxing club an hour after he’d left his sister, trying to shake off continuing troubled thoughts and found it was crowded. Of course it would be—the exhibition match between the Hellion and Betty Lightly was that day. Despite the complaints of some members, it seemed they’d all come to watch the show.

      He edged his way into the crowd, moving toward the front and the large ring now set up in the middle of the room. Ripley stood in the middle, talking to two young women.

      “Look a little small to be champions,” one of the men around him said.

      “Naw, that’s their corners,” someone else answered. “Look at that blonde one. I’d love to go a round or two with her.”

      The two laughed and Finn turned his nose up in disgust as he moved away to find some more pleasant company. He found it when he saw the Duke of Northfield closer to the front.

      He moved toward the man. He’d gone to school with him and they’d always been friendly. Plus, the man knew how to throw a punch. He had to be respected either in or out of the ring.

      “Northfield,” Finn said as he reached him.

      “Ah, Delacourt, good to see you,” Northfield said as he shook his hand. “It’s quite a crush. Looks to be an excellent match.”

      “Indeed,” Finn agreed. “Have you seen Ramsbury?”

      “No. I don’t think he’s here.”

      Finn wrinkled his brow. Sebastian had said he’d be coming today. He hadn’t thought his wild friend would miss this kind of exhibit, but he’d been so strange lately. Breaking appointments, acting odd when they spoke. He’d been closed off, distracted, sometimes it felt like he refused to meet Finn’s eyes. It seemed everyone in his world was out of sorts and Finn didn’t like it.

      Ripley came to one unoccupied corner of the ring and posted up on one of the ropes. “Gentleman, let’s quiet down. Today you get a real treat, so I hope you appreciate it. We get to observe two of the greatest women in the business doing what they do best.”

      “Are you sure it’s what they do best?” came a lewd voice from the crowd.

      Ripley’s mouth thinned and he stared out into the chuckling group with steel in his stare. He said nothing and the laughter faded. Once it had, he said, “Are you finished?”

      Silence greeted him and he nodded. “Good.” His tone shifted to something a little different, rather like a barker at a fair, trying to draw the crowd in. “First, let me introduce Betty Lightly. She’s a bruiser from Cornwall, one of the finest in her class.”

      From the back of the room behind a curtain, a woman came. She was dressed in a long, simple blue gown that was sleeveless with leather corset tied tight at her waist. Her dark hair was bound back in a severe style and her crooked nose spoke to the fact that she’d taken more than few blows.

      There was polite applause from the men before Ripley continued, “And our second fighter is new to the game, but oh so impressive. She’s undefeated and mysterious as hell. Welcome the Hellion.”

      The applause was louder now as the men craned their necks to see the second woman come out from behind a different curtain. She pushed it back and exited. Unlike Betty, the Hellion’s face was covered with a red leather mask that matched her red sleeveless gown. She, too, wore a leather corset at her middle, which only served to accentuate lush curves.

      Finn stared, not because she was beautiful, which she was. Not because she had confidence and power as she entered the ring and turned, arms outstretched, to show herself to the crowing men.

      He stared because he instantly recognized her. She was the woman from Donville the week before. His captivating Miss X who had walked away from him without even a backward glance. It explained her black eye, but he remained astonished by this information.

      “Your mouth is open,” Northfield said with a chuckle. “She is a beauty, one can hardly blame you. Though I vastly prefer my lovely wife.”

      Finn shook his head, brought back to reality by the friendly ribbing. “Indeed,” he muttered.

      In the ring, Ripley held up a pound mark in each hand. “The rules are simple. Each woman will hold a coin in her fist. The first to drop their coin twice loses the battle. Has everyone placed their bets with Brentwood?”

      He motioned to the assistant at the club, who nodded toward Ripley.

      “Excellent. Then…” He handed each lady her coin and the two shook hands before they gripped the coins. “Fight!”

      Finn leaned forward, holding his breath as the two women began to circle, their hands raised, fists clenched. As his shock faded, he truly took in the Hellion. She was more relaxed than her opponent, at ease with the ring. When Betty Lightly swung on her, she stepped back, blocking the blow with one hand while she threw her own with the other and connected with the other woman’s midsection.

      The crowd around him let out a little cheer and he jolted. He kept forgetting that he was in the middle of a room full of practically drooling men. Even the ones who had complained about bringing women to exhibit were leaning forward, eyes wide as they ogled. He frowned and then put his attention back to the women.

      The Hellion threw another punch and connected, this time with Betty’s chin. It sent her spiraling back a step and she sneered before she lunged and the two grappled for a moment. But the Hellion seemed unbothered and threw her off to bounce off the ropes around the ring before they reset in the middle of the space to circle again.

      The men were settling as the fight continued, becoming more interested in the battle than the women. When the Hellion landed another punch square on Betty’s jaw, a cheer went up and when Betty regained her footing and lunged forward to land her own punch on the Hellion’s midsection an impressed ohhhhh went through the crowd.

      All through it, Finn kept his gaze firmly on the Hellion. She was powerful and elegant in her moves, almost like she was dancing rather than plodding forward like her opponent did. But when she punched, it wasn’t playful or light. That was borne out when she hit Betty again and this time the other woman stumbled to the mat on her backside and the coin she clutched in her fist came bouncing out onto the surface.

      Finn joined the crowd in a roar as Ripley rushed in and picked up the coin. “The Hellion takes the first point!” he declared.

      Betty was cursing up a storm as she and the Hellion went to their respective corners. The Hellion had a slender blonde woman on her side who gave her a sip of water and wiped her brow. They talked for a moment, strategizing, it seemed and then Finley rang the bell and returned the coin to Betty.

      The Hellion rolled her neck and shoulders as she approached the center of the ring. Betty came forward with more malice this time, clearly annoyed that she had been bested for the first coin drop. But her anger was not her friend. Finn found himself twisting along with the Hellion, using his body to will her to dodge as Betty threw her weight into the first punch. The Hellion stepped out of the way with ease and managed to land a punch in her opponent’s side.

      They grappled again and he could see the annoyance in the Hellion’s expression at the stall tactic. An annoyance that only increased when Betty shot out a leg and kicked her hard in the shin.

      “Oy, we don’t do that here,” Ripley called from the side. “This ain’t the street, Betty.”

      It seemed the Hellion didn’t need the intervention, though. She shoved Betty back and then landed a hard shot to her cheek, then another to the other side. It was evident Betty was stunned by the blows, for she staggered, though she didn’t drop the coin. The Hellion threw another punch, snapping Betty’s head back and she fell, hitting the mat. She was stiff and still, but her fist was still clenched on the coin.

      “Get her!” someone from the crowd shouted. “The fight’s not over.”

      The Hellion shot an annoyed glare toward the person who had said it and motioned to her still opponent. “She’s out,” she said to Ripley.

      “She didn’t drop the coin!” another man from the group yelled.

      Northfield’s body tensed beside Finn. “The woman is clearly unconscious. I hope she won’t pummel her more.”

      So did Finn, but the Hellion was coming toward Betty. He waited for her to rain down another punch, but instead she leaned in, unclenched Betty’s hand and let the coin slide from it to the mat.

      Ripley jumped in and raised her hand. “Our winner!”

      If the crowd had wanted more violence, they still seemed appeased by the fight. They cheered wildly as Betty’s corner came in and got her sat up. She was awake again, shaking off the cobwebs. The Hellion leaned in and offered her a hand up and Betty took it. They shook before the Hellion made for her corner.

      “Hellion! Hellion!” the men were chanting and Finn joined in, impressed by his mystery woman’s talent, as well as her sense of right and wrong at the end of the fight.

      She smiled toward the crowd and waved before she ducked out of the ring and headed toward one of the small rooms in the back of the club. Finn nodded toward Northfield.

      “It was a good fight,” he said.

      “Indeed,” Northfield agreed. “They’re both impressive, but the Hellion is very talented.”

      “Very.” Finn glanced toward the room where she’d gone. He very much wanted to speak to her, to see what she would do if she saw him again, this time without a mask. Would she acknowledge she knew him from the club?

      Would she explain why she’d addressed him as my lord like she knew him. Would the heat between them be the same when they weren’t at a notorious sex club?

      “Excuse me, will you?” Finn asked.

      When Northfield nodded, he slipped away, moving through the surging, excited crowd around the ring. It was quieter in the direction where she’d gone and no one seemed to notice as he
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